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New Exodus, New Life

Implications for humanity, the Church and me

Introduction


In this paper I attempt to link Israel's narrative life in relationship with God—filled with moments of intimacy and brokenness, exile and reconciliation, wilderness and abundance—to the narrative life of the church and humans as they are in relationship with God. As a people and a community of people who share in Israel's exodus, we also share in the renewed, eternal covenant Yahweh makes with Israel's return. 


Thus, the events surrounding Israel's various moments of exile are more than mere events, but characterize the exodus experience. The patterns that arise can be used as map of sorts—as a memory and reminder of God's ultimate and promised restoration of us to himself. I will also touch upon the implications of a new covenant through the life/death/life of Christ in humanity's becoming—the evolution into a new humanity, inter-relationally. This can then also inform our psychological, emotional, physical, and spiritual evolution as relational beings.

To begin, the following passages tell the narrative life of Israel as Yahweh’s partner. The journey reflected in Deuteronomy 32, Ezekiel 16, and Hosea 2 forms Israel’s testimony regarding its own life with Yahweh as fully engaged, affecting, and affected partners. Through these passages a pattern emerges regarding Israel’s testimony. Brueggemann suggests the following as recurring themes, and thus, characteristic patterns in Israel’s life with Yahweh: (a) loved into existence, (b) commanded to obedience, (c) scattered to exile, (d) recipients of Yahweh’s hidden turn, and (e) gathered to obedience and hope.

These passages reveal Israel’s theological self-articulation (how it understands itself in relation to Yahweh) while simultaneously speaking to who Yahweh characteristically and historically is. In other words, these passages and the patterns that emerge within them narrate a cyclical evolution of Israel in relation with Yahweh. Through this evolution and through the narratives in these passages, so too can we glean hints of who Yahweh characteristically is in relation to Israel.

Deuteronomy 32


The book of Deuteronomy is essentially Moses’ farewell to the tribes. After the exodus from Egypt and forty years of wandering through the wilderness, the Israelites were poised to enter the land Yahweh had promised to Abraham. Moses knew he would die before they inhabited the Promised Land (Num 20:12, NASB), thus leaving the Israelites with a last exhortation in Deuteronomy. 


Moses transitions out of instruction and exhortation, commissioning Joshua as his replacement and entrusting the Levites with his written instructions. Deuteronomy 32 is Moses’ final word (song) to the Israelites. The song acts as a remembrance of Israel’s life as Yahweh’s partner, and thence, a recommitment to their covenant with Yahweh. Israel cannot know who they are apart from who they have experienced themselves to be in relation to Yahweh. The act of remembering who Israel is cannot be done apart from remembering who Yahweh has been as its partner. The act of remembering is a self-articulation inextricably tied to the self-revelation of Yahweh in partnership with Israel. 


Thus, the narrative life of Israel as Moses articulates it begins with Yahweh as the first and primordial existence (Deut 32:1–7). Moses then remembers Yahweh’s first act (word/monologue/movement toward) in relation: he bought, made, and established Israel (Deut 32:6). Israel was Yahweh’s “portion” and his “inheritance” (Deut 32:9). Yahweh’s choosing of Israel, makes it Israel. God’s choice in love births this special possession—the son of God, through whom all nations of the earth were to be redeemed. Yahweh’s choosing of Israel initiates a relationship. Thus, Israel does not know Yahweh outside of him being “Yahweh in relation”. 


Out of love, Yahweh births Israel into existence, into relationship, and into a covenant. Yahweh “bought,” retrieved, birthed Israel in love out of the “desert land, in the waste howling wilderness (Deut 32:10).” 


He found him in a desert land,

         
And in the howling waste of a wilderness;

         
He encircled him, He cared for him,

         
He guarded him as the pupil of His eye.

Israel is brought out of desolation and into a covenanted relationship with Yahweh. Moses fills this portion of the song with Yahweh’s acts of provision and choosing: he found, cared (32:10); he bore (32:11); he led, caused (32:13). The references to Israel in these verses (32:10–14) regard Israel in this time and in relation to God as the young of an eagle. Moses also implies that in this time Israel could not provide for themselves, but relied upon Yahweh’s provisions.


Then in verses 15–19, a tragic shift occured in Israel’s life narrative: Israel shifted away from Yahweh. Israel forsook God and scorned the Rock (32:15), neglected the Rock and forgot the God who birthed Israel (32:18). Israel essentially returned (in slavery) to the desolate howling wilderness from which it came, failing to hold to their covenant with Yahweh. Yahweh’s response to Israel’s turn away from him, was to hide his face from them, or as Brueggemann refers to it, “Yahweh’s hidden turn”.


Israel was left to the choice they made to the point of feeling the desolation of the absence of Yahweh. Thus, when Yahweh’s people have been made desolate and barren, Moses assures that he will return and vindicate his people (32:35–36).

Ezekiel 16:1–63 

The book of Ezekiel was written for those living in exile in Babylon after the siege of Jerusalem. Ezekiel was a prophet who rose up during this time of captivity and exile to warn Judea of the consequences of their disobedience and unfaithfulness to God as well as to assure them of ultimate restoration. 


Ezekiel 16 employs a metaphor to narrate the story of God’s dealings with the Jewish nation, their punishment and, thence, their ultimate restoration. Ezekiel tells of a child whom Yahweh found in a desolate situation (16:4–7), took into his care, raised, joined in a covenanted relationship and then adorned her with beautiful things (16:8–14). 


Ezekiel tells a similar life narrative as Moses sings in Deuteronomy. Both Ezekiel and Moses mark Israel’s beginning as like that of a helpless child left in a desolate land—“thrown out and abhorred on the day of her birth” (Ezekiel 16:5; Deut 32:10). It is specifically Yahweh’s voice which speaks life into the child with fervent yearning: “Live!” Once again Yahweh, out of his choosing, his seeing and speaking (Ezek16:6)—saves Israel from death and desolation in love for relationship and more specifically, covenanted relationship with himself.

Then I passed by you and saw you, and behold, you were at the time for love; so I spread My skirt over you and covered your nakedness I also swore to you and entered into a covenant with you so that you became Mine," declares the Lord God.
 


Thence, being bound to Yahweh as a husband and wife are covenanted together in marriage, the female Israel is held to expectations of fidelity. However, as the parable unfolds, Israel turns away from Yahweh, taking what Yahweh has given her and putting it toward harlotry, abominations, and idolatry. Similar to the turning away that Moses speaks of in his song to the Israelites, Ezekiel exposes the Israelites again of this turn away from Yahweh. 


So too, we see Yahweh’s reactive hidden turn as he says, “I will give you into the hands of your lovers, and they will tear down your shrines, demolish your high places, strip you of your clothing, take away your jewels, and will leave you naked and bare."
 In verses 38 and 39, we see that Israel has returned unto the desolation of her original rescue—naked, without clothes, and standing in her own blood (Ezekiel 16:4,6, 38–39). Israel has indeed returned to the desolate land of her birth, as though no covenant ever existed. Yahweh warned, “Besides all your abomination and harlotries you did not remember the days of your youth, when you were naked and bare and squirming in your blood."


It is when she has reached this end point of desolation that Yahweh’s fury calms and his jealousy leaves her. Yahweh does not rescue her immediately from this desolation, but restores her unto her former captivity—gives her into the hands of her lovers. However, this time Israel bears the disgrace, the shame and the humiliation because she feels her wickedness as others see it (16:53–54,57).


At long last, the memory of her youth returns to her in this depth of desolation, triggering shame and humiliation. In spite of the gross abominations she committed, Israel remains Yahweh’s chosen and covenanted partner. Yahweh remembers his covenant with her from her youth and chooses to (re)establish an everlasting covenant with her for the future. The concept of the eschatological covenant between Yahweh and Israel is understood here as a new beginning, not a continuation of the initial covenant (Greenburg, p303). Similarly, Ezekiel 34:25 and 37:26 both refer to a new covenant of peace, an everlasting covenant that Yahweh makes anew with Israel. This everlasting covenant is not necessarily qualified as different from the initial covenant apart from the relational progression in the narrative life between Israel and Yahweh. (DeGroat)

Hosea 2 

Hosea began his ministry as a chosen prophet of God during a very prosperous time for Israelites. However, several decades into his ministry, the Assyrian empire destroyed the northern kingdom of Israel. The Israelites, desperate for anything and anyone who might offer relief or protection, turned to the Assyrians’ pagan gods instead of holding to the covenant with Yahweh. Hosea is instructed at the beginning of his ministry to marry a prostitute as an illustration of Israel’s own prostitution against Yahweh in worshipping other gods. Hosea takes on the very heart of Yahweh for Israel as he speaks

While the other passages begin with the conception of Israel’s relationship with Yahweh, Hosea 2 enters into the narrative of the life of a woman (Israel) who is already in the midst of prostitution. (Hosea 11:1–5 refers to Israel’s youth and creation in love out of slavery.) God speaks to Israel through Hosea as the husband when he warns Israel,


 I will strip her naked


 And expose her as on the day when she was born


 I will make her like a wilderness,


 Make her like desert land


 And slay her with thirst. (Hosea 2:3)


Yahweh threatens to uncover and expose Israel’s harlotry, returning her to the wilderness from which she originally came—was created. As the Law was meant to do, Yahweh exposes Israel’s transgressions, her failures, her harlotry and idolatry. He removes all of her identity as Yahweh’s chosen one, his beloved, and the inheritance she has enjoyed because of his abundance (Hosea 2:2, 9–12).


Yahweh’s accusation ends with the statement that Israel had forgotten him. This lack of memory of her youth—of Yahweh’s original choosing of her—moves her deeper into her idolatry and harlotry. In this passage, her journey into the wilderness is her hope. It is Yahweh’s love that “allures” her into the wilderness where she will remember his voice. Thus, out of the wilderness (again) Israel is (re)created in love. 


After Israel’s time in the wilderness, Yahweh betroths himself to Israel forever—an eternal covenant, a new covenant as is stated in Ezekiel.

Patterns for Relationship 

Brueggemann uses these utterances of Israel as emblematic of Israel’s meta-narrative as Yahweh’s partner. As mentioned above, the following themes recur in Israel’s narrative life: (a) loved into existence, (b) commanded to obedience, (c) scattered to exile, (d) recipients of Yahweh’s hidden turn, and (e) gathered to obedience and hope. In these passages, the common themes that arise suggest not only a pattern in Israel’s specific partnership with Yahweh, but a pattern, albeit a loose one, of how it is for all those in partnership with Yahweh. 

Brueggemann expands or generalizes the above themes towards a “dramatic movement for Yahweh’s partners.”
 He does this so as to stay away from over-schematizing or over-predicting a life with Yahweh. Out of these themes, he gleans a general progression he attributes to the testimony of Israel’s life with Yahweh: (a) created in love for glad obedience, (b) failed relationship, (c) rehabilitation for a new beginning.


Thus, this relational progression that exists between Yahweh and his chosen partners has implications for all of Yahweh’s partners, including the Church and individual humans. Paul refers to the church as the “Israel of God,” a new creation in Galatians 6:15–16. The church, in fact, inherits this narrative life of Israel with Yahweh.

…the truth is that these two communities, because they face the same God, share the same reassuring, demanding life. It is perhaps with such realization that Franz Rosenzweig could dare to imagine that were both communities honest, they would recognize that they live parallel histories, with the same hopes to hop and the same obediences to obey.

Because of Christ, the inheritance of the church is both promised and assured eschatologically (for the future), and accessible in the present in practical, real ways. So, although we may know with assurance the end of the drama (full knowledge, full communion with Yahweh), the specifics of how it plays out in history is unknown. Even amidst this unknown, we have, in remembering our narrative life with God as part of Israel, implications towards our own humanness and, consequently, how a new humanity might evolve.

New Exodus, New Life


Charles DeGroat asks what hope this could bring to the people of God in our own moments of exile, wilderness, and failure. In contemplating the theological and psychological implications of a “new humanity” for God’s partners today, he believes Jesus to be the one who breaks slavery in humanity once and for all. Slavery is essentially a synonym for infidelity against God—the harlotry, the turning away, the distractions, the false lovers. Brueggemann addresses infidelity and fidelity as recurring subjects of faith in the dialogue between YHWH and his partners.
 This dialogue, drama, or pattern can be appropriated as a master narrative for the Christian church and as a personal narrative for humans. 

In this progression from intimacy into brokenness into reconciliation, DeGroat argues that because of Christ, the people of God need to both remember the original exodus and re-imagine a New Exodus for their own context and lives. Although we have a the original narrative of the exodus and a generalized recurring pattern surrounding it, both Brueggemann and DeGroat affirm the need for imagination and improvisation in approaching one’s own exodus. The promise of help and hope is there, but how it manifests in each situation will vary because it must speak as intimately and kindly as Yahweh’s voice to Israel in Hosea 2.

Instead of viewing a life with God as a journey towards perfection and holiness, I would argue that it is much more a journey deep into our own humanness (towards a new humanity). This journey we do not traverse alone, but always in (newly) covenanted relationship with God. We see in Israel the progressive cycle of birth (intimacy in youth), death (infidelity, wanderlust), and rebirth (renewed and deepened fidelity). This is both my narrative, in its own very unique variation, with God, and the cosmic, eschatological meta-narrative of God with his beloved, creation. 

Interpersonally, between humans, the cycle of life/death/life (also intimacy/brokenness/intimacy) is ever shifting and ever evolving—ever shifting between the two and ever deepening with each progression. The “newness” or “eternal-ness” of the renewed covenant does not save us from this natural interpersonal progression of life with God. To fight such a progression would be arguing with the seasons of the earth.

So then what can be different, “new” for us with God as we move through these passages of life? What a complex question to which I immediately utter in awe, “This is ultimately the mystery of God.” However, there are ways we can move forward differently than before. We are assured of God’s steadfast presence through the progression of emotional, psychological, physical seasons of life with God. DeGroat suggests there are even “signposts” for the new exodus journey, which can serve as a map along the way: woundedness, wickedness, purgation, illumination and union.
 DeGroat moves more in depth into these signposts, but the work of integrating the concepts of the original exodus and imagining a new exodus is happening. There is much improvisation and imagination to be done in this area, but along with it is a promise that God is with us as a fully engaged, affected partner who has promised the fullness of his Self to us.
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